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The story of the binding of Isaac is one for the ages. It is the subject 

of countless (and priceless) pieces of art, poems, songs. It has been 

taken apart and studied from every angle and in many languages, 

starting, of course with the original Hebrew. 


It’s been explained and reshaped and still, despite our desperate 

efforts, it is impossible to get around the simple fact that God would 

request—under any circumstances—the sacrifice of a person. 


Worse—the sacrifice of someone’s only child. 


It is an horrific concept. It is akin to abuse: God’s abuse of power and 

of Abraham, and Abraham’s seeming willingness to abuse and 

ultimately kill his own son, Isaac.  


It is a baffling and troubling story, this one. 
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Which is why it’s so important to read the story of the binding of Isaac 

alongside the rest of Abraham’s story. Because considering only this 

small snapshot of God’s relationship with Abraham would be 

unacceptable. This God is not to be trusted. 


The only way to read the binding of Isaac, called the akedah in 

Hebrew, is to recall the whole of God’s relationship with Abraham. 


__________________________________________


And so we go back to the beginning… 


In chapter 12 of Genesis Abraham is called, out of nowhere and as a 

nobody, by God. “I will make of you a great nation,” God says to 

Abraham, “and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that 

you will be a blessing… in you all the families of the earth shall be 

blessed.”
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From the beginning of their relationship, God is all about blessing 

Abraham. Empowering him. Giving him life. Not only his own life, but 

giving Abraham and Sarah the child they longed for after they had 

given up hope that children were possible for them. 


Who is God for Abraham? From the beginning, God is the giver of life. 

The author of it. The one who makes life where there was nothing 

before. Where life seems impossible. That is the character of God 

from the beginning of time, and that is who God is for Abraham: the 

God of life… And the keeper of promises…


As scripture tells us: “The Lord dealt with Sarah as he had said, and 

the Lord did for Sarah as he had promised. Sarah conceived and bore 

Abraham a son in his old age, at the time of which God had spoken 

to him.”  


Life, where life had seemed impossible. 
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And so I wonder what Abraham must have thought when God—the 

giver of life—asked him to sacrifice his miraculous gifts of a son on an 

altar some 20 or 30 years later? What a strange and troubling 

request. 


________________________________


I have to believe that Abraham knew God wouldn’t let him go through 

with the sacrifice. That this was a journey he needed to take, for 

some reason, but that in the end all would be well. I have to believe it.


And there’s evidence for that in the text. After all, Abraham is silent 

when God requests the sacrifice. There’s no arguing. He doesn’t 

weep or bargain or run away. He very silently packs up his things and 

takes his men and his son out to make a sacrifice. He builds a fire. He 

draws his knife… The story is written in a perfunctory way—Abraham 

just does the things.
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This is WAY out of character for him! Up to this point in the story, 

Abraham argues with God about everything, especially to get out of 

tight spots or change God’s mind about something he doesn’t want 

to do…


In Genesis 12, he defies God’s plans by lying about his wife, Sarai, 

claiming to the pharaoh of Egypt that she was really his sister. NOT 

what he was asked to do by God. 


In chapter 17, when God promises Abraham and Sarah a child, 

Abraham—believing they were too old to have children and 

disbelieving the word of God—falls to the ground laughing. Not 

exactly the stoic picture of faith and gratitude we might expect.


And in Genesis 18, when God is about to destroy Sodom, it is 

Abraham who argues with him. Who barters—“what if there are 

righteous people living in the city? Surely you wouldn’t kill them, 

God.” Abraham manages to pin God down—if there are even ten 

righteous people, God will not destroy the city.
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It is this same defiant, disbelieving, argumentative Abraham who goes 

silently into the mountains to sacrifice his own beloved son. No 

questions asked. 


It’s strange, and I think it is telling. As are Abrahams few, sure words: 

“God will provide.” 


We read this text with mounting suspense and horror, but perhaps 

Abraham felt a strange peace. A stubborn sureness in the face of an 

impossible situation, that the God he knew—the God of life—would 

show up. Would come through. 


A stubborn hope that God is, in fact, good. 


And of course that’s exactly what happens… 
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God does show up, God does come through, God does provide. 


God stays Abraham’s hand by the word of an angel saying, 

“Abraham, Abraham…”—the double naming a sign of great affection

—“do not lay your hand on the boy or do anything to him; for now I 

know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your 

only son, from me.” 


At the last minute God speaks mercy, and we all breathe a heavy sigh 

of relief. A happy ending. Thank God. 


____________________________________
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Now, the happy ending doesn’t make the subject matter any easier—

God still tests Abraham in a terrible way, and Abraham’s hope in 

God’s eventual goodness still means that he marches his son out 

onto a mountain, ties him up, puts him on an altar, and draws his 

knife, ready to strike. 


I can’t redeem any of that. This is just a really hard story.


So the best I think we can do is look for the broader lesson.


Kathryn Schifferdecker writes that “The story of the akedah makes a 

claim on us: All that we have, even our own lives and those of the 

ones most dear to us, belong ultimately to God, who gave them to us 

in the first place.” 


_________________________________
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I took a class in seminary called Biblical Economics and Stewardship, 

and our professor, the brilliant Marty Stevens, challenged us on this 

exact point. If everything we have belongs to God—even ourselves 

and those we love—then we should speak about them that way. As 

though they are in fact God’s and not ours. 


And so for one whole week we weren’t allowed to use any possessive 

pronouns. 


“My house” became “the home God has given me to live in.”


“My parents” became “the people God has provided to care for me.”


“My work” became “the work God has gifted me to complete.”


“My dinner” became “the food God has supplied for me this night.”


“My money” became “the resources God has entrusted to me.”
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Takes a little longer to say and think of everything in that way, but it’s 

incredibly transformative. And suddenly, where there may have 

seemed a scarcity or where there was a dissatisfaction, I saw instead 

only the gracious fingerprints of God, providing for my needs.


I saw God showing up. Coming through. Providing.


And then the command to be generous becomes easier. To give to 

God what always was God’s. To participate with God in providing for 

someone else’s needs… 


I think, perhaps, this is the ultimate lesson of the akedah: 
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“All that we have, even our own lives and those of the ones most dear 

to us, belong ultimately to God, who gave them to us in the first 

place. 


The story of the akedah assures us that God will provide, that God 

will be present. And, of course, as generations of Christian 

interpreters have seen, it foreshadows the story that forms the 

foundation of [our] faith – the story of the death and resurrection of 

the beloved son, son of Abraham, son of David, Son of God,” Kathryn 

Schifferdecker says. 


Jesus, who provides for us life even out of death itself. 
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Despite the story of the binding of Isaac—or, perhaps, because of it—

we can continue to trust that God is the God of life. The God of 

promise. The God who shows up, comes through, and provides. 


We can say, without a doubt, that God is good. 


And in the face of impossible situations—even death itself—we can 

take on the stubborn hope of Abraham, that God’s benevolent 

character will be revealed. That grace will be given. That hope will 

find its reward. 


We can cling to the promise that life will spring forth where there was 

no life before. Abundant life now, and eternal life to come. 


Thanks be to God. Amen. 
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